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ABSTRACT 
Based on Habermas’ notion of ‘steering’, this paper analyses how the advisory role of 
accounting practitioners in small and medium accounting practices have developed and 
influenced their activity to advise small and medium sized clients (SMEs) on environmental 
sustainability issues. Accountants are consistently described as the ‘most trusted advisors’ for 
SMEs and enabling this advice could have substantial implications to improve sustainability 
because SMEs are notoriously difficult to reach and influence and yet make significant 
contributions national economies. The analysis uncovers transactional and relational tensions 
between three key constituencies: accounting practitioners as providers of environmental 
sustainability services; clients as users of the services; and the accounting profession that 
supports the development and provision of environmental sustainability services. Balancing 
these types of tensions implies the promotion of a variety of combinations between strategic 
and communicative actions. Practitioners’ actions are built on personal trust that in turn is 
conditional to the establishment of institutional trust within the systems especially in terms of 
the accountancy profession. In this context, the research shows that accounting practitioners 
do not want to risk this personal trust and require the accountancy profession to develop 
institutional trust in the area of environmental sustainability. 
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